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Abstract Research libraries in U.S. have continued looking for new ways to use library spaces to support the
needs of learning, teaching, and research, with rapidly changing information technologies and high
expectations for dynamic learning environment. Students and faculty look for research libraries to enable
their collaboration, innovation, and explorations. The enhanced library space often features contemporary
architectural and aesthetical design, at convenient locations, with concept of facilitating formal and
informal learning, easy access to collections, technologies, supporting services, and flexible furniture
arrangements to support a variety of learning activities.
Since early spring 2020, library personnel at Auburn University in the United States, as with library
colleagues around the world, have witnessed the unprecedented challenges of COVID-19. Through this
period, the Libraries also re-examined the organizational structures, staffing mobilities, and the use of
library space to meet users’ expectations. In this paper, the author will share experiences in re-imagining
learning space and providing technology-enhanced services to fulfill the mission of research libraries and
their parent institutions.
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The Libraries’ strategic planning process Auburn University is located in Auburn City in the eastern part of Alabama, United State. It is one of the
nation’s top public and land-grant institutions, with more than 30,000 students. In 2020, Auburn University
was ranked 44th among public universities by U.S. News and World Report. The University also moved
up to the top 105th in the rank of research universities based on its research expenditures in 2020.The
Auburn University Libraries is a member among the top 125 university libraries with the Association of
Research Libraries (ARL) in the United States and Canada.
From spring to fall semesters in 2019, the Libraries mobilized its personnel and developed the Libraries’
2019-2024 Strategic Plan to support Auburn University’s strategic priorities. During the development
process of the strategic plan, we used a campus-wide survey in receiving feedback from students, faculty,
and staff. Based on the major themes from the survey responses, a series of focus group interviews with
major stakeholders were conducted to gain more insight. With a full participation by all library personnel,
our Strategic Plan 2019 – 2024 was developed, at https://www.lib.auburn.edu/strategicplan/, with the five
strategic priorities: 1, Student Success; 2, Research Support; 3, Communication, Engagement, and
Outreach; 4, Spaces, and 5, Organizational Excellence.
When we plan to implement the strategic goals on Research Support and Space, we focus on developing
a suite of research services geared primarily for graduate students and faculty’s research needs,
including the expansion of both internal and external partnerships to support the University’s researchers.
This strategic priority also requires us to allocate designated spaces in the Libraries for research support
services that can foster interdisciplinary research collaborations, offer programs and workshops, and host

events to fulfill the expectations of the University’s Research 1 (R1) status and its land-grant institutional
mission.
Since Auburn University is located in the Southeastern part of the United States, it also provides us with
the opportunities to visit other research libraries in the region. Our Designing Team took the driving trips
and visited the research libraries at North Carolina State University and University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill respectively. The library colleagues at these institutions not only enthusiastically hosted the
Team, they also spent time with the team members on designing concepts for research support and their
experience in operations. Upon the returning of the trips, the Team presented a comprehensive designing
plan for the services to be provided, the location for the facility, the equipment to be purchased, staffing
needs, and other details.
Organizational alignments –
Our new strategic plan has also provided a clear direction on where the library resources should be. In
January 2020, we took the opportunities in making the needed changes in our organization structure and
in establishing a new library department, Research Support. The library personnel in this new
department, with both existing and new staff, includes specialists in programs and outreach, technologies,
and research tools. This new department also works very closely with the Libraries’ Research Support
and Partnership Working Group, the campus’ Associate Deans for Research (ADR) group, the
University’s Office of Vice President for Research and Economic Development, and other campus groups
for services and tools supporting the campus research agendas.
Pandemic times –
Our Libraries started implementing its Strategic Plan in early 2020. Each library department also worked
out their specific action plans. However, as it was with our library colleagues in other parts of the world,
our university campus experienced the similar situation when COVID-19 hit the Unite States in spring
2020. In comparison with other university libraries, the time period of the closure at our campus was
relatively shorter. Even during the campus closures, the library personnel were identified as essential
operators and were provided permission in working on-site and in traveling from home to the campus.
Here are some timelines for our operations since March 2020:
•

Complete campus closure (two months): Without much notice, our university campus went a
closure on the second week of March 2020 immediately after the students left the campus for
their spring break. The Libraries’ administration quickly assembled the Preparedness Team. The
members of the Team consisted of the Libraries’ department heads and the library dean. This
Team ensured that all library personnel would have the needed laptop computers and other
technologies to work remotely; ensured the relevant library services, such as instruction,
workshops, HelpDesk, ILL, and other programs were provided via online formats and platforms,
and ensured that the individual users’ needs for printed materials were fulfilled and the requested
print items were picked up from the library shelves and delivered to the individual faculty and
students outside the Libraries.
Walsh and Rana (2020) [ i] summarizes that, leveraging and expanding existing online services
and digital collections, and acquiring or building new research tools for scholars to deploy, are
two approaches the University of Toronto Libraries’ staff have taken since the COVID-19
pandemic changed library operations. At Auburn University Libraries, we had a similar experience
with the practices from our Canadian library colleagues. During this period of campus closures,
we learned the needs from our users, including the campus faculty, students, and staff:
o

They wanted more library resources to be accessible remotely - We allocated additional
materials funding for purchasing more e-books, e-journals, and other types of media
materials.

o

o

o

o

They wanted more access to newer technologies for both teaching and research – The
Libraries’ instruction team added more teaching resources and recorded courses to
CAVAS, the University’s online course management platform.
They wanted more remote access to many specialized software that were only available
in the Libraries’ high-end desk-top computers on-site - The Libraries’ IT Team
implemented remote access that enabled users in accessing the expensive tools
remotely such as ArcGIS Pro, Autodesk Architecture and SolidWorks computer assisted
design software while away from the campus. Prior to the pandemic, these software
packages were only available from the high-end desk computers in the library building.
They needed the focused services and support for research, such as data services and
data management – The Libraries personnel offered workshops on these topics via zoom
and other online formats.
They wanted more research collections, as always – The Libraries’ Administration
allocated additional funding for several very focused databases. The Libraries’
representative to HathiTrust Digital Library also requested and received the access to the
digital format of the Libraries’ collections through is virtual platform, up to 48 percent. This
access was provided through HathiTrust Emergency Temporary Access Service during
our campus closures.

During this period of time, the personnel from each library department took a turn to work on-site
to ensure the uninterrupted services. It is worthy of noting that one department head has worked
on-site 100 percent of time during this period of time to ensure smooth operations.
•

Limited opening period (10 days): On 18 May 2020, upon the requests from the campus faculty
and graduate students, the main library implemented limited opening for all faculty and graduate
students who would continue their research projects. They were able to enter the main library by
swiping their valid ID cards. During this period of time, more library personnel came back to work
on-site. As a matter of fact, more than 300 staff were back to work on campus starting that week,
though campus buildings were limited to faculty and graduate students only. We reported our
operational practices for this period to Association for Research Libraries (ARL)’s survey on
ii
library opening hours at that time.[ ]

•

Well-prepared re-opening: On 28 May 2020, the main library and branch libraries were open to
the campus users, along with all campus buildings. Because it was still in summer semester and
the number of users were still small at that time, it provided us with the opportunity to test our
preparations of PPE and to work on our policies, procedures, and protocols for fall semester
when over 30,000 students would be back to the campus in August 2020.

New space design and implementation As they are in many university libraries, renovation projects for new space in existing facilities would
require substantial efforts in coordination in terms of the best timing for these projects. Many would use
academic breaks during spring or fall semesters, or in summertime to implement a large scale of
renovation projects so that normal library services would not be interrupted. When we planned for a
space renovation in late 2019, we had planned to use the available times in spring break and summer
break in 2020. Nonetheless, we took advantage of the campus closure in spring 2020 and completed
major structural changes of the new space, such as dismantling the existing walls on the first floor of the
main library; replacing the old carpets and installing new ones, removing old staff office spaces and
building new ones for them, and installing ventilation systems to accommodate the safety requirements of
the special facility such as 3D printers in Makerspace. The Libraries’ Facility and Building Manager was
on-site almost daily during spring and summer 2020 to ensure that the contracted services were

delivered; the purchased equipment and furniture were received from the vendors, and the new facility
was ready for the fall semester in 2020.
The new facility, Innovation & Research Commons at the University Libraries, was open to serve the
campus since August 2020. The new facility provides the targeted, individualized support to the university
faculty members and students for research, course design, and classwork, with a heavy emphasis on
research data services and innovative technologies. Currently, we provide the following programs and
services in the new space:
•

•

•

o

o

o

o

MakerSpace: This interdisciplinary space fosters a spirit of exploration and play while providing
technologies, such as 3D printers, 3D scanners, 3D Scanner, electronics, soldering, laser cutter
machines, sewing machines, tabletops, letterpress book press, large-format printers, and
scanners for research and innovation for all users.
DataSpace: This facility provides consultations on data collection, data analysis, and data
visualization to students and faculty. It also provides supporting tools for data-intensive research.
The ongoing consultations and workshops are provided to cover such tools as Python, R, C++,
MATLAB, SAS, ArcGIS, Excel, data visualization, Solidworks, SPSS, Minitab, and other software.
Virtual Reality (VR), Augmented Reality (AR), and Mixed Reality (MR) Space: It provides the
needed equipment, activity space, and software for research, development, and experimentation.
Adobe Creative Space: This open-access learning space provides training, consultations, and
ongoing topical workshops to assist users with digital creation skills and technology. The campus’
Department of Arts and Arts History has incorporated this tool with the entire cohort of students in
fall 2020 that required all students to use this tool for their digital portfolios throughout their
programs till graduations.
Audio Recording Studio: This facility provides audio recording and editing functions for class
work, podcasts, music, and enables users to create and mix music, record a voiceover,
transfer audio from analog formats, and edit digital media.
Liquid Galaxy digital wall display: This technology enables a large, interactive digital display. This
platform shows 3D geospatial visualization, panoramic images, video, tours, and other functions
in a shared immersive environment. Since fall 2020, the space hosted a series of academic
classes, such as Sustainability Uses of Water Resources, Seeking Italy: Tour, Tell, and Taste,
and Sports Down Under. More projects are in the planning process.
Tech lending/checkout Space: Users can check out some very expensive tools as cameras,
smartphone accessories, digital voice recorders, drawing tablets, scientific calculators, SD card
readers, etc., for their digital creations.

As it is with any new library service and program, we have continually reached out to our campus
community and promoted our new services and programs. We are in the process to add another staff to
the Research Support Department who will focus on outreaching and publicizing the new services and
programs. The campus’ New Faculty Orientation will be hosted in the new space in August 2021. It will
be an excellent opportunity to make the new space known to the campus community. Furthermore, the
Libraries plan to host the monthly meetings in this new space for the Auburn University Associate Deans
for Research (ADR)’s monthly meetings, of which the Libraries’ Assistant Dean for Technology and
Research Support is a member.
Next step The Libraries’ new space, Innovation & Research Commons, will continue evolving and expanding as the
needs for new services and programs come up. We will keep abreast for new development and
technologies that support the campus’ learning, teaching, and research priorities. We will also need to
continue collaborations with other campus units. Though our campus will return as an in-person campus
in terms of delivering instructions, we will still anticipate the needs for remote access to library materials,

technologies, programs, and services. Therefore, we will continue the best practices that have worked
well during the pandemic times and continue exploring new venues to support our campus’ teaching,
learning, and research mission.
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